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Abstract
The main purpose of the creation of an interactive walking tour of the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) city campus was to bring to light the history of some of its most
important buildings, as well as to bring awareness to some of the buildings that no longer stand
as digital heritage. A key emphasis is to help preserve the contributions of the namesakes of
these buildings as they are often just as valuable as the history of the buildings themselves. The
scope of this project includes a website that is the main hub of information, and two digital forms
of the tour. The tour originally created by the author for an Undergraduate Creative Activities
and Research Experience (UCARE) project in 2019 utilizes a printable PDF brochure and QR
codes and is preserved as a low tech option available on the website. Building on this tour, I
created a second tour, which is accessible via the website and utilizes the free app Ride with GPS
to provide an interactive digital experience. This project is a culmination of three years of work
by the author via the class ANTH 386, UCARE research, and a senior honors
project/undergraduate thesis.
Please click here to access the project’s interactive tour:
https://ridewithgps.com/routes/36092921
Please click here to access the project’s website:
http://tinyurl.com/WalkingHistoryUNL

Key Words: Digital Heritage, History, University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL), Nebraska,
Interactive, Walking Tour, GPS, Campus Archaeology
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INTRODUCTION
Through my research into digital heritage, I found I wanted to curate something that was
important to me. Digital Heritage stems from an increasing prominence of internet culture, and
use of computers and databases both to digitize and preserve existing cultural and physical
heritage, and to serve as an ongoing host of new aspects of human life and culture that are born
entirely online. Ideally these digital curations are long lasting, and of enduring value, but due to
the perpetually evolving technology of the modern world, this type of heritage takes purposeful
time and effort to maintain as technology advances and fluctuates.1

WHY DIGITAL HERITAGE?
It is important for the fields of history and anthropology to keep up in a modern world where the
internet is now typically people’s first source of information, and can provide updates, news, and
even entire museum collections worldwide in an instant. One of the aims of digital heritage is to
bring existing cultural heritage and other elements of history into the digital realm.2 Another
aspect that I think is important is increasing accessibility to learning about history.3 In this day
and age most Americans have a smartphone, but many are not able to access things such as
paying museum admission fees, academic journal database fees, or tuition for history courses.

Many museums around the world are digitizing collections and making 3D models of artifacts
available for free online (for example the Smithsonian has a rather extensive 3D model collection
available.) Outside of physical museums UNESCO is another organization that is a pioneer in

1

“Concept of Digital Heritage” 2019
Nikonova & Biryukova, 2017
3
King, Stark & Cooke, 2016
2
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the curation of digital heritage to preserve cultural heritage.4 Buildings and other monumental
architecture get destroyed every day whether from modernization, lack of care, or the destruction
of war. Some of the sites that are listed as UNESCO World Heritage Sites have been completely
destroyed by warfare or simply to time and now only exist in a digital format via photos and
articles from when they still stood. Others are in danger of deterioration and destruction due to
anthropogenic and environmental factors such urbanization5 and climate change.6

7

One

prominent example of this was the destruction of two monumental buddha statues in Afghanistan
in 2001 by the Taliban. UNESCO and other organizations tried to stop their destruction, but were
not successful and the statues which had stood in the cliff of Bamiyan for nearly 1500 years were
blown to pieces.8

On a much smaller local scale, the destruction of cultural heritage was a concern of mine when
the Neihardt Residential Center --a UNL city campus building opened in 1932--was closed; I
was concerned that the building would be torn down and consequently the history of the building
and the women the wings were named for would be forgotten or ultimately even

lost

(http://www.dailynebraskan.com/news/neihardt-to-close-after-spring-semester-future-uncertain/a
rticle_c8bb0982-e881-11e8-9ff3-1fd877f5ec60.html). The closing of Neihardt on campus was
one of the biggest catalysts for the continuation of this project beyond a final project in my
Digital Heritage Tools course from my sophomore year at UNL. I strongly believe that digital
heritage is an excellent way to preserve the cultural heritage of any area worldwide that is either

4

“Concept of Digital Heritage” 2019
Yu, Verburg, & Liu et al, 2016
6
Reimann, Vafeidis & Brown et al, 2018
7
Valaguessa, Frattini & Crosta et al, 2021
8
Centlivres, 2012
5
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being extensively renovated, encroached upon, destroyed, or an area where time and
mismanagement have taken their toll.

Cultural heritage can be separated into two categories, tangible (architecture, physical artifacts,
clothes etc.) and intangible (knowledge of how to perform skills/crafts, dances, farming practices
etc.)9

10

Often intangible heritage has tangible artifacts associated with it, in the case of this

project we see tangible heritage in the buildings themselves with certain architectural styles that
reflect the time periods in which they were built as well as their intended uses and broader
socio-political circumstances.11 However it is the intangible that gives the culture of UNL life.
Without the influences of people and their personal history, their cultural experiences , and
importantly the era in which they lived, a building is just a building and a campus is just a shell.
This is why I felt it was just as important to preserve the history of the people the buildings are
named after and their life stories as it is to preserve the history of the buildings themselves.
There’s a reason these buildings were named after these people and their contributions to the
culture of UNL.

PROJECT HISTORY
This began in a class project in 2018 in Dr. Richards Rissetto’s course on “Digital Heritage
Tools” (ANTH 386 class,) where the class was tasked with researching buildings on campus for
their historical importance, and the significance of their namesakes. This project was threefold.
First, students (myself included) carried out archival research, both online and in the Love
Library Archives, and then wrote a concise description of their chosen building(s). The original
9

“What is Intangible Cultural Heritage” nd
Vecco, 2010
11
Cairns, 2016
10
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project goal was to create an Augmented Reality tour to allow users to superimpose images and
text of the buildings onto the real-world at building locations. To begin to work towards this
goal, we next added the textual descriptions into Layar an AR software originally tested and used
for this project) along with mini photo galleries of each building.

The third step was the creation of a website to host the information, as well as serve as a central
hub for the project while the AR portion was in development (Figures 1 & 2). This was the
extent of the work done for the purposes of ANTH 386.

Figure 1: Home Page of “Walking Through History”
http://tinyurl.com/WalkingHistoryUNL
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Figure 2: Example page of a UNL Building from Website

The next year, in 2019, I again took up this project under an Undergraduate Creative Activities
and Research (UCARE) project with Dr. Richards Rissetto. My goal was to create a functional
tour and to refine the website. Working on the website was straightforward, and was done using
the free version of Wix. I had previously used this software to create websites for other projects
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while I was in high school and I think its user interface is simple to understand for designers and
lends itself to clean finished products for users. While diving deeper into Layar, trying to create
the AR component, I discovered that while the creation of a tour on Layar was free, the costs of
hosting something that was both georeferenced and as large as our project were astronomical in
the scale of a student-project budget, to the tune of several thousand dollars a month. With Layar
out of the question, and other AR applications also cost-prohibitive, or requiring a deep
knowledge of coding and access to a server with long-term data management, I turned to QR
codes. While not AR, and not a permanent solution, the QR codes were embedded in a brochure
that could be printed (or used on-screen with a mobile device for users without physical access to
campus), which became the main vehicle for the tour at that point (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: QR Code Brochure for UNL Historic Campus Tour
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In 2020, my senior year, I chose to further develop this into my CAS thesis/honors creative
project. With the bones of the project in place, the biggest component still looming was the
actual creation of the tour. The website also needed refinement to add a few more buildings, as
well as create space for the new tour, and refresh the old one. This process was straightforward
and was the first step towards a finished product. Continually, the biggest obstacle in creating
this tour was finding a ‘goldilocks software’ to use to bring the project to life. Some software
was prohibitively expensive (Layar and Augment.) Some required too much knowledge of
coding in order to geotag AR components to real world locations. But most programs simply had
the issue that they were not built with multiple locations and multiple pop ups in mind. Most AR
software is built around 3D objects, putting a 3D model into a real world backdrop is fairly
straightforward, having a list of objects you can put into a real world backdrop is also fairly
straightforward, so where is the problem?

Let’s take a moment to discuss what Augmented reality (AR) entails to put it in perspective in
the context of this project. AR is an overlay of a digital image (whether 2D or 3D) onto the real
world and viewed through screens like a phone camera, or on television.12 Some prominent
examples of AR in day to day life include things like Pokemon Go’s interface for catching
pokemon, and imposing goal lines, down lines, or other markers on sports fields during
television broadcasts. AR is also often used in more technical areas as well such as heads up
displays in military planes overlaying altitude lines, horizon markers and more onto the
real-world flight path. Additionally, AR technology is used in the medical field for tools like
Accu Vein, which interprets and then superimposes a patient’s vascular structures via projection
12

“What is Augmented Reality?”, 2019
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onto their skin for easier venous access by healthcare professionals.13 It can also be used in
archaeological sites such as Pompeii in Italy to superimpose images and/or audio showing what
the site would have looked/sounded like when it was in use. This is the closest application to the
original aim of tour creation for this project. We wanted to be able to superimpose textual
information and old photos onto the current day buildings/sites. One reason I was prompted to
move away from a strictly AR component for the tour was that the majority of our information
was textual, meaning an AR tour would mainly just be popping up a window of text over the
building, and not effectively utilizing augmented reality technology.

Another problem for this project specifically lies in the fact that AR software typically is not
designed to have each object (or in our case building info page) pop up individually based on
when a tour participant is pointing a camera at a certain building. AR software’s capability to
recognise a building as a tracker means a tour participant would have to stand at a certain angle
in reference to the building in order for it to show up correctly. Because this is something that
would be impractical for a self guided tour, the next best option would be for a participant to
select the building from a list and the relevant AR overlay would pop up. This then leads to the
issue of “if someone has to click on the building they want to view which then just shows the
information as a popup over the camera’s view, is that any different/more immersive than just
using QR codes?” In my opinion, no. I think having a tour where you have to select your location
instead of the software choosing a pop-up based on your location and the image and/or textual
descriptions are not overlaid onto real-world, it is not truly an AR tour, it is basically just an
advanced QR code. With that being said the second issue lies in the fact that AR is a relatively
new digital tool that despite its hype is still not widely used, particularly in georeferenced
13

Khor, Baker, Amin, Chan, Patel & Jason Wong, 2016.
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circumstances. Because modern applications of AR are relatively new there are a lot of
companies very rapidly cycling through new programs, new updates and removing “failed” ones.
Some programs like Google Tour Creator, and Mixare were discontinued during the course of the
nearly three years that I have worked on this project.

Ultimately I decided that an interactive guided route app would be the best choice for geotagged
information. I had to sacrifice the real world overlay/background and overall AR component, but
I felt like it was the most efficient way for the tour to be both easily accessible and contain
geotagged locations. The app I chose was Ride With GPS (Figure 4). I had previously created a
mini version of a historical walking tour for my job at the UNL Outdoor Adventure Center and
thus already had access to a paid tour guide account. The overhead costs of this app are relatively
low and for people that want to participate in the tour there is both a free and a paid version of
the app that would allow access.

Figure 4: Ride with GPS UNL Historic Campus Tour
https://ridewithgps.com/routes/36092921
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CASE STUDY
The University of Nebraska-Lincoln was founded as a land grant institution in 1869.14 It
originally spanned four blocks on the edge of Lincoln, which itself had only been established
some 13 years prior. Some of the oldest buildings on campus include Architecture hall
(originally the library,) Brace Laboratory, and the Temple Building (Figure 5). While many of the
oldest buildings have extensive public history, appreciation, and records in the Love Library
archives, The ANTH 386 class and I felt it was important for the other buildings on campus that
sit in the middle of the timeline to have their interesting histories more readily available as well.
Additionally some members of the clase chose to use their favorite building, or the building
where they had spent most of their time. Therefore in addition to providing insight into the
history of campus itself, the bigger website entries also contain a glimpse into the lives of some
of UNL’s students as well.

14

“History” n.d.
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Figure 5: 1913 Map of UNL Campus
(Courtesy of Archives & Special Collections, UNL Libraries)
https://historicbuildings.unl.edu/maps.php?cid=12
The tour spans a little bit of every era in the campus’ history and features some of the buildings
on campus that may be otherwise historically overlooked for their value, such as Selleck or the
prominent, but plain looking Oldfather hall. Below are listed the stops on the tour in order (See
Table 1,) as well as links to the full histories that have been curated into the website for further
reading. Most of the entries were written by my Digital Heritage Tools classmates. All entries
were edited and compiled by me with the addition of a few more stops that I felt rounded out the
tour and gave a more comprehensive look at the history of UNL’s city campus.
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Stop Number

Building and Website Link

1

The Temple Building

2

Sheldon Art Gallery / Old Chemistry Building

3

Don L. Love Memorial Library

4

UNL Student Union

5

Selleck Quadrangle

6

Neihardt Residential Center

7

The Lewis Syford House

8

Morrill Hall

9

Mueller Bell Tower

10

Bessey Hall

11

Oldfather Hall

12

Andrews Hall

13

Memorial Stadium

Table 1: List of Buildings on “A Walk through History:
An Interactive Tour of UNL'S Historic Buildings” Website
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CONCLUSION
Digital Heritage is an important aspect in efforts for the preservation of history and culture in an
era within a rapidly increasingly virtual (primarily online) world. The intent of creating this tour
was to preserve and further digitize/consolidate information into an easily accessible format to
teach others on and off campus about the history of some of the most prominent buildings. With
a secondary purpose of learning about the people these buildings are named for, some of whom
led quite private lives and their stories are not otherwise readily available to the general public.15
Right now UNL is going through a major period of renovations and construction projects; during
my time at UNL I have seen several buildings closed and torn down, and several buildings
erected. I believe it is important to preserve knowledge about UNL’s city campus through each
stage of its building and rebuilding throughout its history. While the archives at UNL, and
History Nebraska provide excellent services in maintaining records and artifacts of the history of
the university, the staggering amount of information can be overwhelming to someone who just
wants to skim the surface of the history of campus. This project aims to be accessible to all and
an easy way for visitors, students, and long-time faculty alike to learn a little more about the
ground they walk on while at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s City Campus.

15

Rodríguez Fino, Martín-Gutiérrez, Meneses Fernández & Armas Davara. 2013.
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